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Before: WARDLAW and PAEZ, Circuit Judges, and SINGLETON, District Judge.**

Appellant Peggy Hawkins-Dean was employed by Robert Half International

(“RHI”) and was enrolled in RHI’s Long-Term Disability Benefits Plan (“the

Plan”).  The Plan is funded by a group policy issued by Metropolitan Life

Insurance Company (“MetLife”) to RHI and is governed by the Employee

Retirement Income Security Act of 1974 (“ERISA”), 29 U.S.C. §§ 1001 et seq. 

This matter was originally before the district court in a separate action regarding

Hawkins-Dean’s entitlement to long-term disability benefits under the Plan. 

MetLife denied Hawkins-Dean’s benefits claim, and she brought suit.  Before the

district court ruled on the parties’ motions for summary judgment, MetLife

admitted Hawkins-Dean’s benefits eligibility, leaving only the amount of benefits

in question.  The district court remanded the matter to MetLife to determine the

amount of monthly benefits due to Hawkins-Dean.  MetLife calculated the amount

of benefits as 60% of Hawkins-Dean’s earnings, not including stock options she

received from RHI.  This resulted in an amount significantly lower than Hawkins-

Dean anticipated, and she again filed suit.

Faced with this controversy, the district judge held that MetLife, as the Plan
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administrator, did not abuse its discretion in calculating Hawkins-Dean’s monthly

benefit amount.  The district judge correctly determined that under the terms of the

Plan, MetLife, as the Plan administrator, had discretion to make disability and

benefit determinations.  See Firestone Tire & Rubber Co. v. Bruch, 489 U.S. 101,

115 (1989).  We conclude, however, that MetLife’s denial and subsequent

concession of eligibility for disability benefits was material, probative evidence

tending to show that MetLife’s decision regarding the amount of benefits due to

Hawkins-Dean was affected by self-interest.  See Atwood v. Newmont Gold Co., 45

F.3d 1317, 1322–23 (9th Cir. 1995).  Because MetLife did not demonstrate that the

benefits amount decision was made in furtherance of its fiduciary duties, the

district court should have reviewed the benefits amount determination de novo.

Ordinarily this conclusion would require remand to allow the district court to

consider the evidence under the appropriate standard of review.  Based on the

record in this case and the doctrine of contra proferentem, however, we conclude

that Hawkins-Dean is entitled to monthly benefits based on her total earnings,

including earnings from stock options, as reported on her W-2 form.  Remand,

therefore, will be for an award of benefits consistent with this disposition.

REVERSED and REMANDED.


